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2A: I s s u e s Concerning Environmental H e a l t h and RiskAsse s sment
Moderator: Dr. Margaret MacDonell, Manager, Environmental H e a l t h Risk, U . S . Department of

Energy, Center for Risk Excel lence, Chicago, IL
P a n e l i s t s : Dr. Christopher DeRosa, Director, Division of T o x i c o l o g y , Agency for Tox i c

S u b s t a n c e and Disease Registry, A t l a n t a , GA
Dr. Martin J. Reape, III, A c t i n g Director/Manager, Corporate H e a l t h Sciences
Department, FMC, Wash ing ton , DC
Ms. Rose Augustine, Southwe s t Network for Environmental and Economic J u s t i c e ,
Tuc son, AZ
Mr. Gale Carlson, Environmental S e c t i o n C h i e f , Bureau of Environmental
Epidemio logy, Missouri Department of H e a l t h , J e f f e r s o n City, MO
Dr. Mildred McClain, Executive Director, Citizens for Environmental J u s t i c e ,
Savannah, GA

Overview
Risk assessment has been used to inform our environmental decisions for decades. Beginning

with the Nat i ona l Environmental Policy A c t , risk assessment has been an expl i c i t part of environ-
mental r egu la t i on s for nearly 30 years. T h i s process provides an organized method for looking at our
environment and evaluating the po s s i b l e consequences of a given action or inaction. Risk assess-
ment gives us information about potent ial environmental harm in order that we may take measures to
protect ourselves and our environment. T h i s s c i en t i f i c assessment of health and ecological risk, as
well as other impacts ranging from sociocultural to economic e f f e c t s , has led to a cleaner and sa f er
environment with greater p u b l i c involvement than would have been imagined a few decades ago. As
we move into the next century, in an era of rapid development and economic growth, it is our goal to
maintain a hea l thy environment and achieve f u l l , f a i r community involvement in the decision-
making process.

Generally, risk assessment f o l l o w s four steps. The f ir s t is a description of the hazard of
concern. S e c o n d , is an apprai sa l of whether someone or some resource could be exposed to or
a f f e c t e d by the hazard. T h i r d , is a review of available s c i en t i f i c information about responses to the
hazard, eg. laboratory t o x i c i ty studies. It is important to learn from what has occurred in similar
s i tuat ions . In the f o u r t h s t e p , the information from the second and third are combined. To estimate
what the e f f e c t could be if a person or resource were exposed to the hazard.

The human environment is complex and inc lude s interrelat ionships among (1) phys i ca l
resources such as air, water, and so i l; (2) biological resources ranging from watersheds and ecosys-
tems to indiv idual species, and (3) sociocultural resources such as land use, aesthetics, and spiritual
values or qual i ty of l i f e . Consequently, the process of making a decision is complicated.
When evaluat ing the use of risk assessment as a tool for organizing information about the po s s i b l e
environmental e f f e c t of our actions, it is important to d i s t ingui sh between the assessment tool and
the deci s ion that is made. For example , a baseball bat can be used to smack a home run or to smash
a car window. It is the use of the too l , not the tool i t s e l f , that determines the appropr ia t ene s s of the
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outcome. It is the r e spon s i b i l i ty of the person or group who uses risk assessment information to
make a decis ion to ensure the appropr ia t ene s s of that decision. D i f f e r e n t p e o p l e , with d i f f e r i n g
p e r s p e c t i v e s , may take the same risk assessment re su l t s and choose d i f f e r e n t solutions. H i g h w a y
s a f e t y is a good example. H a v i n g the same information f rom an assessment of the risk associated
with wearing seat bel t s or not, act ivat ing air bags or not, or wearing helmets or not, p e o p l e will make
d i f f e r e n t risk-based decisions.

In the environmental arena, where risk decisions can a f f e c t communities rather than individu-
a l s , making the best decision is even more complex. T h i s is e s p e c i a l l y true given the variety of risk
asses sments that can f e e d a s ingle decision. Often* one group may f e e l that a given assessment has
been weighted i n a p p r o p r i a t e l y (for example , economic impact may be weighted greater than heal th
or ecological impact) l ead ing to what they consider a skewed decision. In these cases risk assess-
ment as a tool may be inappropriate ly blamed for the disagreement rather than the perspectives or
j u d g m e n t s that were used in making the decision. A role for environmental j u s t i c e is to f o cu s on
d i spar i t i e s in the environmental decision making process in an e f f o r t to improve the fairness of that
process. New fac t or i e s and l a n d f i l l s will continue to be deve loped. Decisions about where to locate
them and how to ensure that these f a c i l i t i e s operate in ways that minimize risks to both workers and
communities will be made. In these events it is essential that the a f f e c t e d communities be involved
in the risk assessment process that guide s the decision.

No matter what term we choose to use, from risk assessment to d ia logue on impact s , the
process of evaluating the e f f e c t of our actions on ourselves and our environment will continue to be
the f o u n d a t i o n for l o n g - l a s t i n g and e f f e c t i v e decisions and policie s . S t r o n g decisions are based on
sound information and good j u d g m e n t rather than re f l ex ive , emotional responses. The more we
work together to provide input into these decisions, the better our decisions will be.

The aim of this session is to f o c u s on pos i t ive recommendations for creating an organized
and consistent framework within which we can assess and compare risk information and to recom-
mend ways for bringing this framework to the decision-making process. From the extensive dia-
logue that has already occurred, we know the issues. The purpo s e of this program is not to dwel l on
problems of the p a s t , rather to come together and share our insight and sugges t ions for pos i t ive s t ep s
forward.
Recommendations

In order to ensure and deve l op an equitable risk assessment process it is recommended that
we strive to:
=> Encourage and provide a means for ongoing dialogue among stakeholders. It is important for citizens

to explore a variety of community involvement models that aim to achieve healthy, sustainable, and
inclusive communities.

=> Ensure that the community has an opportunity to part i c ipate in all risk assessments conducted for
local fa c i l i t i e s . Risk assessment training can be an e f f e c t i v e means of support ing the c o m m u n i t y ' s
involvement. We should work to ensure that the community is included as equals, and that lay
language is used in discussing health and risk information.

=> Develop programs and provide resources to build capacity in communities, to enhance access to
health-related information and part i c ipat ion in the assessment process. T h i s includes providing f u n d s
and creating partnerships for technical assistance, working through schools and community organiza-
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tions, as well as unions (for workplace assessments).
Provide access to community-based occupational and environmental health programs, to address
health needs from diagnosis and treatment to education and prevention.
S u p p o r t the s c i en t i f i c research needed to improve our ability to conduct integrated evaluations of
d i f f e r e n t types of risks and cumulative e f f e c t s . For health risks, this includes studies that consider
d i f f e r e n t exposure levels and durations and non-cancer e f f e c t s , including synergistic e f f e c t s of mul-
t i p l e chemicals. Also important are exposure measurement studies, such as biomarker research,
which will enable community members to determine if exposures have occurred. Work to fund
scientists from minority institutions for this research.
Improve collaboration among federal agencies (including oversight agencies), improve relationships
between these agencies and communities, and increase attention to envkonmental health issues at the
f ed era l , state, and local levels.
Improve environmental regulations aimed at reducing industry emissions and encourage alternative
technologies and processes that minimize waste generation, including through economic incentives.
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